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Introduction 
• Forests of the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
(CHTs) of Bangladesh cover 30% of 
the nation’s total forest area- the most 
valuable watersheds.
• Besides soil and water conservation 
for sustainable natural resources mgt., 
they also support subsistence farming 
to indigenous communities.
• Population rises mainly due to in-
migration caused expansion of 
agricultural activities in the hills 
resulting into degradation of 
watersheds.
Watershed degradation has contributed to severe soil 
erosion and deterioration of water quality in the CHTs.
The Key Area of the Study
• In CHTs much of the forested area has mostly 
reserved forests, where, although public access is 
restricted, environmental deterioration is severe. 
• However, a few community-managed Village Common 
Forests (VCFs) play important role in environmental 
conservation and in indigenous people’s livelihood.
• VCFs contain headwaters of streams, and natural 
springs- crucial for watershed management.
• They are homes of diverse animal and plant life 
including medicinal herbs and plants.
• VCFs are the main sources of wood and bamboo for 
house building and other needs of hill villagers.
However, no attempts were made by the government 
agencies to formalize the management systems 
concerning the VCFs.
VCF Resources
VCF Plant diversity
bamboos
Herbs and small plants
Rice paddy
Perennial stream
Water hole near spring
Clear water
Scope and Methodology
• Scope/rationale:
– between the VCF resources and people’s livelihood- an 
intricate relationship 
– indigenous knowledge regarding resource conservation 
and livelihood patterns in VCFs may be critically 
important for protecting the hilly landscape. 
• Methodology:
– 120 households from 4 VCF villages 2 each from 
Rangamati and Banderban districts are being 
interviewed with structured questionnaires 
– An additional 40 non-VCF households (that had not 
directly depended on VCFs) are also interviewed 
– Results from the preliminary study were used to frame 
the subject matter of this paper. 
– Year round seasonal variation in livelihood patterns and 
resource conservation practices is being assessed 
The Key Issues and Problems of 
Watershed Management in CHT
• Shifting cultivation coined as Jhum and its impact 
on watershed conservation and people’s livelihood.
• Monoculture plantation versus mixed cropping and 
their impact on watershed.
• Natural resources use affecting watershed 
conservation and peoples’ livelihood.
• Cultural operations and plantation establishment 
techniques.
• Apathy of the government agencies regarding the 
gravity of the problem of watershed degradation.
An Overview of Issues Explored
• Evaluation and comparison of :
– the ethno-ecological knowledge and practices of 
resource management in the VCF communities 
with that in the non-VCF communities. 
• A comparative assessment on :
– resources use culture between the VCF and the 
non-VCF communities has been done and its 
impact upon conservation of watershed and local 
livelihood has been examined. 
• Existing techniques of plantation establishment or 
forest management practices between the VCF and 
non-VCF communities have been compared.
The Main Focus of the Study
• The key focus of the study is: 
– to explore the treasure of indigenous knowledge
system of resource conservation and livelihood 
of the VCF communities by looking at the 
system
from a holistic point of view including 
biophysical as well as socio-politico-
cultural dimensions.
Key Results and Lessons
• VCF management
• VCF as means of conservation and livelihood
• Livelihood enhancement for the VCF 
communities
• Policy implications of research results
VCF Management
• A management committee headed by karbari (village 
head) manages VCF with the customary rules and laws. 
• The natural forest land under VCF is never used for 
jhum cultivation. 
• Harvesting forest produces from the VCFs are allowed 
by the village leader for community use and not for 
commercial sale or for individual cash earning.
• Timber is not generally extracted from VCFs except 
when required for some community uses such as 
construction of school, prayer centers etc.
• However, firewood, culinary herbs and non-wood 
products such as bamboos are allowed to harvest.
• One example of plant conservation method of the VCF 
communities is that only the local kabiraj or medicine 
men are permitted to enter VCFs for collection of herbs.
VCF as Means of Conservation and 
Livelihood
• Presence of understorey herbs and other smaller plants 
is the primary indicator of good site conditions 
congenial for soil and water conservation. 
• In some places communities are totally dependent on 
VCFs to sustain water flow of perennial stream so as to 
meet year round water requirement. 
• VCF communities have been found to be more 
meticulous in gathering forest produces or hunting 
animals as compared to the non-VCF communities 
• Annual overhead costs for construction and repair of 
houses are largely offset through harvesting house 
construction materials from the VCFs
• Culinary and medicinal herbs gathered from VCFs on 
year round basis are essential supplement to dietary 
and medicinal requirements for the communities. 
Livelihood Enhancement for the VCF 
Communities
• For reducing the already emerged pressure on VCFs
for collection of forest produces at increased rates
appropriate farming technologies in line with 
indigenous knowledge may be developed for 
enhancing livelihood opportunities of the 
communities involved.
• Respondents particularly from Banderban who were 
familiarized with 'Sloping Agricultural Land 
Technology' or 'SALT'
showed interest for it as it helps formation of 
natural terraces through gradual stabilization of 
soil as farming progresses in contoured lines of 
hedgerows of suitable plants among forest trees.
Policy Implications of Res. Results
• It seems that there is: 
– a huge potential of VCFs in conservation of forest, 
soil and water in some critical locations
– a wealth of indigenous knowledge and cultures 
involved in management of VCF resources 
essential for integrity of the entire hilly landscape
• A big constraint to these community forests is: 
– lack of tenure security
– pressure from the Forest Department to acquire 
the land for monoculture plantation purpose 
Therefore, special tenurial security arrangement for 
VCFs could be ensured through promulgation of 
special forestry rules where indigenous 
knowledge and techniques are taken care of.
Conclusions
• VCFs could certainly act as starting points for 
restoration of resource conservation programs in the 
degraded hilly landscape. 
• But VCFs not recognized as common property of the 
communities- no technical, financial support from 
government departments to maintain these forests. 
• The important role of these community protected 
forests in the livelihoods and culture of the indigenous 
communities should be recognized, including their 
function in local water supply protection and as a 
social safety net for the poorest. 
• Sustainability of VCFs is threatened by population 
pressure, scarcity of agricultural land etc.
• Given the rising prices of timber and bamboo, among 
other reasons, the economic needs for VCFs will likely 
remain for a long time.
Recommendations
• Existence of VCFs needs to be formalized in context of 
the land use policy for the CHT. 
• Not only formalizing them would be sufficient, but also 
adequate measures should be taken for rejuvenation of 
the already deteriorating VCFs. 
• The fact that VCFs have survived for such a long time, 
but with a gradually diminishing area, suggests both 
that some VCF communities can sustain their VCFs
while others have failed. 
• Therefore, lessons will have to be drawn from the 
successes and failures. 
• Awareness and capacity building seem to be the 
important measures for helping VCF sustainability. 
• Ultimately, the tenurial security of the VCFs will 
perhaps be crucial factor towards the long term 
sustenance of VCFs. 
• This will call for political support of the Government.
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